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About Style mn Writing

OME PEOPLE think that style is like the geometer’s

“straight line”, which is not anything anyone has

ever seen. In fact it is not a line at all, but simply the
straightness of a line.

Others believe that style can be seen and developed.
They say it is a pattern in words expressing some idea
of the writer’s mind within a beautiful fabric.

We all know that some writers have the ability to
beautify the commonplace and to illumine the dingy
and the sordid. Cardinal Newman summed up this
talent in his essay on style: “The Art of Letters is the
method by which a writer brings out in words, worthy
of his subject, and sufficient for his readers, the thoughts
which impress him.”

It is a counsel of despair to maintain that we are
incapable of adding dignity, distinction and a certain
allure to what we write. Writing is not ‘a hallowed
mystery, remote and secret. The ability to express
ourselves is not a frill for the edges of life, but an indis-
pensable -tool of our. self-understanding, our under-
standing of others, and our rational contact with the
world around us.

It is a great tragedy that many men and women with
valuable thoughts, yes, even with sublime ideas, have
failed to develop skill in communicating them to others.

Someone brought “style’” out of the clouds of uncer-
tainty by listing its elements under five headings:
economy, simplicity, sequence, climax and variety. A
letter or a book checked by these points is fairly likely
to be a good piece of communication, and these are
virtues that can be developed.

An obvious striving after style, whether of the rough,
tough sort or the polished; brittle kind, is ridiculous.
Writing should be simple and natural, not insipid but
sinewy, not brief for the sake of brevity, but compressed
for the sake of intelligibility, not dainty but definite
and. brisk. The writer must sit firmly in the saddle,
guiding his mount.

(1)

The need for style

It is not enough, if a writer wishes to stir people’s
minds, to put down facts as he would note on a blue-

‘print the particulars-about an engineering project. An

executive may know his business inside out, but he

‘needs also to be able to convey his ideas about it to

his people in such a way as to win the response he

‘desires.

A certain unaffected neatness and grace of diction
are required of any writer merely as a matter of
courtesy. But a genuine style is the living body of
thought, not a costume put on for a special occasion.
One doesn’t need the verbal music of Shakespeare,
but one must be able to make a pattern out of a muddle
and build up a certain unity of matter and manner.

A genuine style is the expression of the writer’s mind.
Great writers do not aim at style for its own sake. They
are inspired by their subject, and this inspiration shows
itself in their words. They do not leave us in doubt about
their topic: Macbeth is about ambition, Othello is
about jealousy, Timon of Athens is about money, and
King Lear is about renunciation. The style fits the
subject, and it is only by being wilfully blind that one
can fail to understand what Shakespeare is saying.

What is the nature of your subject? What impression
do you wish to convey about it? Is your writing designed
to entertain, inform, teach, sell or condole? Is it
designed to be appreciated universally, by a certain
class, by your superiors or subordinates, by your family?

The personality of the writer’s style will reflect itself
through the way in which he handles his subject with
the purpose he has in mind. The resulting letter or
article or book will show the writer’s-personal sense of
the facts he sets down.

Perhaps you like Gertrude Stein’s style: many people
do. She wrote in “What is Poetry?”’: “One of the things
that is a very interesting thing to know is how you are



feeling inside you to the words that are coming out to
be outside of you.”

An individual style is impossible to the writer who
takes his material from books straight to his fingertips
without undergoing examination in his head. Such a
product has no more individuality than a plaster cast
of a cast, and not nearly the same perfection.

Brightening the subject

Style should be used to brighten the intelligibility of
a subject which is obscure. It joins the instructive with
the agreeable. It avoids monotony. It uses ornament
where ornament will be effective, and is redundant if
repetition will make a point.

If one is to say something significant he must rise
above the sheer enumeration of first order facts.
Writing is wearisome without contrast and without
development of a thought. A white canvas cannot
produce an effect of sunshine; the painter must darken
it in some places before he can make it look luminous
in others. Sir Joshua Reynolds, the great portrait
painter of the eighteenth century, said, when someone
asked him how he could bear to paint the ugly cocked
hats, bonnets and wigs of his time: “They all have light
and shadow.”

What is the application of this principle of art to
writing a letter? It lies in this: we need to set off our
facts by feelings and our feelings by facts; we need to
introduce an occasional irrelevancy, perhaps, to lighten
the letter, to add artistic piquancy.

When we follow this course we make our writing
easy to read. The force of all verbal forms and arrange-
ments is great in proportion as the mental effort they
demand from the reader is small.

Some people confuse economy of language with
abruptness, and simplicity of expression with the
fatuous. We need to use the fewest number of words
and the simplest form of composition to secure the full
effect we desire, but this purpose also requires that we
use enough words and give sufficiently detailed
explanations to enable our readers to grasp our ideas.
It is the needlessness of words and superfluous
complexity that ruin style.

The audience must be considered. Some ideas cannot
be conveyed in a way that would be intelligible to all
persons who can read, but the writing should be simple
enough for the rank of intelligence expected of the
probable readers. Many authors believe that if they
express themselves in such a way as to be simple
enough for ordinary minds they are also appealing to
a more astute or specialized reader because he will
recognize the reason for simplicity and will admire the
clarity of expression,

(2)

Simplicity, paradoxically, is the outward sign of
depth of thought. The writer who presents his ideas in
the form of parable and symbol, using commonplace
words, is avoiding more showy qualities in an efforts
to make his meanings clear. He has made a disciplined
selection and ordering of his material in advance of
composition.

The nature of the subject-matter must be given more
than a passing glance. We speak of various types of
style, like narrative style, historical style, or an argu-
mentative style. In all these, the style is the expression
of a kind of thought, level with the subject and adequate
to it. When a writer’s power is fully developed in
keeping with his expanded intellect, he may write in
all styles, changing with the character of his subject,
detecting the fitness of certain verbal arrangements for
certain kinds of thought, achieving harmony between
matter and expression.

No one expects to write rainbows into a business
letter, but if the manager of a complaints department
is writing to a distressed woman about her dissatis-
faction with goods or services, he will not fob her off
with the foggy-formal diction of a rubber-stamp letter,
nor will he use the icy-sharp sentences of an inter-
office memo.

Style is not artificial

Having a style of writing is not to write stylishly, to
try to please by novelty. The use of unusual phrases and
little known words displays only a childish liking for
tinsel.

It is not worth while to reach the picturesque or the
poignant at the cost of being unnatural. If the language
used is discordant to the position of the writer or to his
topic, readers will laugh or fall asleep.

Imitation of another writer’s style is dangerous. It is
like wearing a mask. It gives rise to a feeling of
insincerity. It does not show a fine sense of style but the
vulgar instinct to display.

Many essayists have written about style, and most of
them agree in placing sincerity first in importance. “If
you wish me to weep, you yourself must feel grief,”
said Horace is his Art of Poetry.

There are certain elements of composition which
need to be mastered as a dancer learns her steps, but the
style of the writer, like the grace of the dancer, springs
from a deeper source. Style must be genuine: the
expression of the author’s mind.

Out of sincerity, out of being brave enough to express
himself in his own way, following the moods of his mind:
out of these come simplicity, sequence, and variety,
and style becomes the dress of the writer’s thoughts.

Nothing is so forcible as truth plainly told. On the
other hand, we might write a poem made up of lines






